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WHERE TEACHERS LEARN THROUGH
WORK AND STUDENTS WORK TO LEARN: 

AN EMPIRICALLY INFORMED REPORT 
ON TWO EXAMPLES OF EDUCATIONAL 

INNOVATIONS FROM  
A GERMAN SCHOOL

MALTE GREGORZEWSKI

Abstract
This empirically informed report presents two innovative approaches to learning through work and working 
to learn from a secondary school in Germany, with both the school and its innovative development having 
received the German School Award. In one approach, the school’s leadership team deployed the new “Challenges” 
school project for students’ comprehensive educational development. In the other, the school initiated the 
possibility for teachers to gain practical experience outside the school by working full-time. In addition to their 
teaching duties, teachers can now work for a limited period in the private sector, thereby gaining valuable 
experience by shaping their professional stances and influencing their approaches to their students in everyday 
school life. This empirically informed report is based on desk research complemented by qualitative data 
gathered during a site visit. These data shall give a deeper understanding of how innovative actions initiated 
by the school leadership team can contribute to change within an educational system towards advanced teacher 
learning and transformative school development to achieve better student success. 
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Introduction

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization  
revealed in 2012 that “mainstream education institutions still largely practice 
a more traditional approach to education” (Voogt, 2012, p. 6) as “[c]alibrating 
the right developmental approach when introducing a new innovative 
intervention is a complex task for governments, and schools alike” (Kovacs 
& Tinoca, 2017, p. 73). Educational innovations—which can be understood 
“as an exception to the general rule that remains otherwise untouched” 
(Roldão, 2003, pp. 89 et seq.)—“change the [educational] process as a formative 
tool for schools generating from the ‘experiments’ and informed action  
within those schools and towards the others they are in contact with” (Roldão, 
2003, p. 91). Schools as organizations indeed “tend to be resistant to change 
and it is necessary to be knowledgeable about them when trying to introduce 
innovation. If enough support is not provided to change and its agents,  
conflicts are eminent” (Amaro, 2000, p. 39). Drawing on Lundvall (1992), 
Benke (2015) argued, that “[a]ccording to research of the innovation process, 
the essential element of the innovation process is interactive learning ..., which 
takes place within the framework of evolving interactions between actors”  
(p. 79). However, Kovacs and Tinoca (2017) stated that “[i]nnovations in 
perspective of pedagogical mastery are not easily defined, they are highly 
contextual and extremely dependable on an array of factors” (p. 82).
	 Throughout this empirically informed report, the term innovation is 
understood as “the process of making changes, large and small, radical and 
incremental, to products, processes, and services that results in the introduction 
of something new for the organization that adds value ... and contributes to 
the knowledge store of the organization” (O’Sullivan, 2008, p. 5) and it is 
assumed that educational innovations “are often tried in an effort to make 
one’s teaching more effective or to tackle an instructional problem or challenge 
... connected to an overall desire to improve students’ learning” (Ellis et al., 
2011, p. 4 et seq.). Following Senge (2006), “a new idea has been ‘invented’ 
when it proves to work in the laboratory. The ‘idea’ becomes an ‘innovation’ 
only when it can be replicated reliably on a meaningful scale at practical costs” 
(p. 5 et seq.) 
	 Based on her analysis of the interplay of learning and teaching in 
innovation, Kovacs (2017) explicitly emphasized “the need for spreading  
the examples of successful pedagogical and technological innovations and 
further stimulating teacher learning in order to get better results for schools, 
pupils and societies in the future” (p. 45).
	 This empirically informed report presents two innovative approaches to 
learning through work and working to learn within a Berlin school that 
received the German School Award. The school’s leadership team deployed 
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a relatively new school project, “Challenges,” as well as the possibility for 
teachers to gain practical experience outside the school by working full-time 
within the private sector for a limited amount of time. Qualitative data enable 
a deeper understanding of how innovative actions by the school’s leadership 
shaped the entire school for advanced teacher learning and transformative 
school development in order to achieve better student success. The German 
educational system is briefly introduced with an emphasis on the system of 
the Federal State of Berlin and the German School Award because “the work 
of the German School Prize has shown real leadership” (Shirley, 2016, p. 9) 
in development of, for, and with schools. Finally, the research scope and the 
analysis of data is presented before concluding remarks sum up the insights 
and results of this empirically informed report. 

The German educational system with an emphasis  
on the Federal State of Berlin: A brief introduction

Within the Federal Republic of Germany, education is not unified. “The 
Grundgesetz of 1949 (Basic Law) stipulates that the traditional federal order 
be continued in the areas of education, science and culture. Thus, the primary 
responsibility for legislation and administration in the above-mentioned  
areas, so called cultural sovereignty (Kulturhoheit), rests with the Länder” 
(Eckhardt, 2017, p. 11). However, there is an all-German frame of reference 
among all 16 federal states (Erk, 2003) that lends the educational system in 
Germany a certain continuity and framework, such as the minimum number 
of mandatory school years for every child and the apprenticeship system,  
also known as the dual system (Ertl, 2004; Franz & Soskice, 1994; Lewis, 
2007), which is an “institutional arrangement where learning takes place  
both in vocational schools and through industry partnerships” (Lewis,  
2007, p. 464). Typically, the common approach within all 16 federal states  
of Germany to their respective educational system is based on a three-pillar 
framework.1 After attending primary school for four or six years— depending 
on the legislation in the respective federal state—students continue their 
secondary education at a university-preparatory Gymnasium (advanced 
secondary education emphasizing academic learning, traditionally educating 
white-collar workers and leading to the Abitur, an A-level-style examination), 
a Realschule (upper secondary school), or a Hauptschule (lower secondary school, 
traditionally educating blue-collar workers) (Eckhardt, 2017).

1	 In addition to these three main pillars, there are such schools as interdenominational 
schools (Gemeinschaftsschule) and children with specific needs may attend special education 
support centers (Sonderpädagogische Förderzentren).
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	 The unification process of the Federal Republic of Germany and the 
German Democratic Republic (GDR) had more than only historical and 
political impacts. It also led to the GDR struggling in its efforts to implement 
all necessary changes to its education system in order to quickly adapt them 
to the requirements in former West Germany. In some respects, the education 
systems in former West Germany could also have benefited from the 
experiences of the former GDR education system (Pritchard, 1999), but the 
exchange was purely unilateral. However, according to Gruber (2006), who 
analyzed the impacts from the results of the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) in 2001 within Germany with reference to Picht 
(1964), two major educational shock waves hit post-war Germany: 

The German PISA results were widely perceived as the second 
‘educational catastrophe’, referring to the first ‘Deutsche Bildungs- 
katastrophe’ proclaimed by the German sociologist G. Picht, who 
in the mid-1960s had argued that the German school system did 
not produce enough high-caliber secondary school leavers and 
Germany would therefore be unable to compete successfully with 
other highly developed nations (Picht, 1964). ... In the common 
German parlance PISA is firmly established as a household term 
and has become the universally understood cipher for the under-
performance of the German school system. (Gruber, 2006, p. 195)

After the publication of these PISA results in 2001, attention in Germany 
was drawn to the need to implement changes through both structural and 
curricular-based reforms, as these results encouraged further (also ideological) 
debates, such as about the best possible educational model, the effects of 
internal and external differentiation, and how and at what age separating 
pupils into different classes by achievement might be reasonable (cf. Baumert 
et al., 2002; Stanat & Baumert, 2002). For example, a major school reform  
in Berlin in 2011 redesigned the educational system from the traditional 
three-pillar approach to a two-pillar one. After six years of primary schooling, 
it was intended for pupils to attend either a Gymnasium or a Integrierte 
Sekundarschule (integrated secondary school), where the Abitur and/or other 
degrees could also be obtained – degrees which in the past had been awarded 
by a lower secondary school or an upper secondary school (Senatsverwaltung 
für Bildung, Wissenschaft und Forschung des Landes Berlin, 2009).2  

2	 Also in Berlin, in addition to these two current main pillars (Gymnasium and integrated 
secondary school), such schools as interdenominational schools (Gemeinschaftsschule) are 
piloted while children with specific needs may attend special education support centers 
(Sonderpädagogische Förderzentren).
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The overall aims of this reform were both the further improvement of school 
quality and the continuous improvement of equal educational opportunities 
for pupils of all backgrounds. The specific pedagogical aims incorporated 
inclusion of pupils with special educational needs as well as improved 
individual support for all pupils during their school education, thus ameliorating 
practical and work-related learning in order to better prepare pupils for  
the job market and their further education.

Research with(in) an excellent school

The studied school was a lower secondary school prior to the school reform 
in Berlin that faced the hardships and challenges common to low-prestige 
publ ic schools in problematic, deprived neighborhoods, including 
infrastructural problems and, in part, demotivated staff. With the school 
reform, the school became an integrated secondary school in 2010. In the 
2016/2017 school year, the school had 436 pupils in 17 classes. There were 
47 teachers, four of which were still in their initial training phase. The team 
also included four social workers as well as numerous external specialists, 
interns, and educational freelancers who supported the school throughout 
the school year. The classes ranged from grade 7 (average pupil age between 
12 and 13 years) to grade 10 (average pupil age around 16 years). The school 
understood itself as a place of learning for intensive preparation for a fulfilling 
private and professional life (Ratzki, 2011). 
	 Additionally, the school can also be interpreted as an excellent school as 
it received the German School Award. The German School Award was 
established by the Robert Bosch Foundation and the Heidehof Foundation 
as a quality label for successful schools. It can be interpreted as a:

network driven by educational professionals who want to rethink 
and recreate schools. These are educators who do not wait for 
government to act and they do not model everything they do on 
successful businesses. They understand the science of teaching and 
learning, and they exercise the courage and savoir-faire to lead the 
profession themselves. The six quality areas of the prize ... enable 
innovation but they also uphold traditional democratic values of 
education for the public good. (Shirley, 2016, p. 9)

In more detail, “the award was launched to honor educational achievements 
and help make them usable to improve the quality of schools all over  
Germany and in German international schools” (Robert Bosch Stiftung, 
2018). The award examines six quality areas (Beutel, Höhman, Schratz, & 

WHERE TEACHERS LEARN THROUGH WORK AND STUDENTS WORK ...



142

Pant, 2016): academic achievement, approach to diversity, quality of instruction, 
responsibility, school culture, and school development, which can be overall 
understood and interpreted as encouraging “local creativity and innovation” 
and doing “so in small scaled, humanistic laboratories of democracy that are 
our schools” (Shirley, 2016, p. 8). 
	 The German School Award recognized the studied school’s commitment 
to improved student learning, especially facing the major structural reform 
in 2011 and its active leveraging of this reform to pursue extensive and 
continuous school development. Despite the hardship it faced as a public 
school, the school had implemented significant changes at the time it  
received the award: the introduction of learning offices together with newly 
installed planning discussions between teachers and students, the launch  
of logbooks for every student, the implementation of the dual learning  
concept with its service learning component, collaboration with such external 
partners as local businesses, and continuous support for the school’s annual 
internship exchange meeting (Ratzki, 2011, p. 62 et seq.). Moreover, the school 
allowed a variety of impulses from art and culture to inspire and develop 
creativity, thus encouraging the adolescents to critically assess familiar, 
traditional thinking and engage in new situations, both important aspects of 
discovering one’s own future (cf. Anonymous, 2017). 

The methodology

This empirically informed report gathered data from extensive desk research 
complemented by an exploratory qualitative single case study—understood 
as a “descriptive case study” (Merriam, 1998, p. 50)—which included a semi-
structured one-hour interview with the Dean and her deputy as well as a 
semi-structured interview of around 45 minutes with one teacher and one 
social worker, both appointed and directly or indirectly involved in the two 
innovations, following Stake (2005): “Case study is not a methodological 
choice but a choice of what is to be studied” (p. 443). With reference to 
Lamnek (2005), Ammann (2009) argued that a case study is “more of an 
approach” or rather “access to a field of research than a self-contained and 
ready-to-use method” (p. 93). Based on prepared and pre-formulated questions 
about the interplay between learning and work, the two innovations,  
and their influences on improving student learning, the discussion within the 
semi-structured interviews was still able to be handled rather flexibly in  
order to investigate the field of experiences of the interviewees (Attenslander, 
2010). A qualitative research approach is commonly the preferred choice  
to describe an event in its natural setting (Abusabha & Woelfel, 2003) and 
elucidate the studied subjects in depth (Walsh, 2003). Furthermore, 
a qualitative research approach is understood as: 
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the systematic inquiry into social phenomena in natural settings. 
These phenomena can include, but are not limited to, how people 
experience aspects of their lives, how individuals and/or groups 
behave, how organizations function, and how interactions shape 
relationships. In qualitative research, the researcher is the main data 
collection instrument. (Teherani et al., 2015, p. 669). 

Furthermore, rigorous desk research analyzing both online and offline 
material formed the foundation of this report along with the data gathered 
from the interviews. The interviewees were the Dean (SL1) and her deputy 
(SL2), a teacher (T), and a social worker (SW) – Flick (2005) has reminded 
us that triangulation supports the approach of including different views  
and cross-checking data from different standpoints. All interviews were 
conducted in German and translated into English following transcription. 
MG represents the author of this paper and appears only to contextualize  
the given answers for the reader while providing additional information  
or emphasizing the way the answer was articulated. 
	 Yin (1994) stated that “case studies can be conducted and written with 
many different motives, including the simple presentation of individual  
cases or the desire to arrive at broad generalizations based on case study 
evidence” (p. 15). Choosing a case study design is “the preferred strategy [for 
the researcher] when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions are being posed, when the 
investigator has little control over events, and when the focus is on a 
contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context” (Yin, 1984, p. 1). 
Nevertheless, especially concerning the limited amount of interviews, this 
report has enormous limitations, such as those regarding the possible 
generalization and validity of the data, as four interviews could be interpreted 
as not sufficient (Yin, 1984, 1994). Further critics may “include the charge 
that case studies provide little basis for scientific generalization, they take 
too long and result in massive, unreadable documents, and they have no ability 
to establish causal relationships” (Daughtery, 2009, p. 163). However, this 
empirically informed paper should not be confused with an empirical paper; 
it rather focuses on describing each of the presented innovations and 
documenting their key success factors.
	 Case selection is very important and needs to be justified (Ammann, 2009, 
p. 95). For research about successful schools and exemplary innovations 
transforming staff and student attitudes to and between learning and work, 
the author developed the criteria listed below following Lamnek (2005,  
p. 314), who stated that a researcher chooses either an extreme or an ideal 
case. The latter is arguably the reason for having chosen the current approach 
for mainly three reasons:
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(1)	 Having worked as part of the German School Award, I am familiar 
with the German School Award’s ability to distinguish quality.  
The German School Award identifies successful schools and provides 
a quality label, which is commonly recognized as significant, reliable, 
and trustworthy (Beutel et al., 2016).

	 This framework builds upon the strengths of the traditional structures 
and cultures of schools but also stretches education in new and often 
surprising ways. Here is a change network that asks the largest and 
most important questions, throws students and teachers into new 
forms of fruitful contact with one another, and opens up schools in 
a spirit of mutual inquiry and support. (Shirley, 2016, p. 11)

(2)	 Within this pre-collection, all schools were identified that explicitly 
focus on transforming the professional attitude of their staff and 
students using an innovative approach to learning and work for better 
student success within school developmental activities.

(3)	 The personal knowledge of the author about all of the remaining 
schools served as the final criterion for choosing this particular school. 
The author has worked closely with the school’s leadership team. The 
author’s deep knowledge and involvement precisely in the transformative 
actions implemented, including their planning, execution and—in 
part—evaluation, combined with an excellent professional relationship 
with the school leadership team, which was and is based on trust and 
dedication to sustainable school development.

Particularly the last criterion seems problematic as, for example, Lamnek  
(2005) argued with the “proximity–distance–difficulty” (p. 97, translated) 
occurring within this kind of research setting. However, in his dissertation, 
Ammann (2009) approached this difficulty by stating that in fact to carry out 
a case study it is necessary to “delve deeply into the reality of the case. It seems 
to be of great advantage that the researcher knows this reality … : the building 
…, the acting persons … , the region, and the school environment” (p. 97, 
translated) Furthermore, Ammann (2009) argued that according to Helfferich 
(2005, p. 102) the idea of the completely neutral researcher is no more than 
wishful thinking as “objectivity is the delusion of a subject that could observe 
without itself” (von Foerster, cited by von Glasersfeld, 2005, p. 31, translated).3 

Furthermore, a descriptive case study can be made “only through intimate 
contact with daily institutional life. … By departing from traditional lines of 
inquiry, our exploration of these ... institutions allow us to attempt a multifaceted 
interpretation of organizational life” (Chaffee & Tierney, 1988, p. 13).

3	 Throughout this paragraph in particular, I am indebted to Markus Ammann for his 
valuable support and assistance.
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Two educational innovations

Biesta (2012) argued that “[t]he purpose of education is not that children and 
students learn, but that they learn something and that they do so for particular 
reasons and with reference to particular purposes” (p. 36). As mentioned 
above, public schools in Berlin generally follow the regular curriculum given 
by this federal state, but interpret this curriculum in manners that may differ 
in many ways from a historic-traditional interpretation of how a school should, 
for example, organize its weekly schedule, subjects, and school life. However, 
this paper does not aim to analyze these differences but rather two very 
recently deployed innovative measures: a project called “Challenges” and 
voluntary teacher internships.
	 A “Challenge” in this particular school is prepared throughout the  
school year mostly by and among a maximum of 16 students with the help 
of teachers and social workers and is carried out within the last two weeks 
of each school year.4 Through taking an active role in a “challenge,” students 
leave the school context according to their goals—which they set themselves—
in order to get a formative life experience. In recent years, students have,  
for example, cycled to Paris, crossed the Alps, and hiked the Way of St. James. 
Through this project, experiential pedagogical elements are interwoven  
with everyday school life and, as a result, the challenges usually take place 
outdoors, using nature as a learning space – given the natural setting,  
many challenges inherently include a fairly high level of physical activity.  
In addition, the activities offer a direct action consequence, which means 
that the students receive immediate feedback on their progress, which may 
be triggered by any necessary behavioral changes: the group acts as a catalyst 
for the desired change (cf. Anonymous, 2017). The overall goal is for the 
students to overcome their fears and limits to ultimately return to the school 
learning environment with the experience of self-efficacy as well as the 
continuous creation of teacher-student relationships (SL1), or as the deputy 
put it: 

Unfortunately, school much too rarely has anything to do with enthusiasm.  
This is an important word for me, enthusiasm [particularly stressed; MG]. 
You can only set goals in life and achieve them if you are enthusiastic. That is 
what the challenges are about: What do you really want, what is it you are 
striving to achieve for yourself, and what is it you’ve always wanted to do?  

4	 Arguably, the idea originates from Hentig (1993) and for some years this idea has 
already been put into practice by different schools in Germany, such as Winterhuder 
Reformschule (Hamburg) and Evangelische Schule Berlin Zentrum (Berlin).
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In the case of the challenges, there is no pre-structuring by the teacher, as in the 
classroom, but it is a broad, unencumbered field. ... Our students need to do all 
planning, develop ideas for their common challenge, withstand crises along all 
the way, and work hard for the final implementation at the end of each school 
year. (SL2)

To successfully complete the chosen challenge, students need to regularly 
work after school with external partners, for example to receive funding from 
private or non-private institutions. They need, for example, to apply for grants 
or find jobs to be able to cover their individual contributions to project-related 
costs. In addition to the often physical challenges, students also grow through 
the challenge of thorough planning, whether financial or organizational.  
Most importantly, however, students develop a sense of their own desires, 
their own feelings, and their own dreams about what they would love to do 
and what they are able to achieve: “In fact, for them [the students; MG], it is 
sometimes the very first time that they’ve experienced this [e.g., contacting companies 
and foundations as well as developing ideas for funding opportunities; MG] 
as meaning ful and important for themselves” (SL1). 
	 The aim of challenges is to positively influence the biography of each 
student and not just limit this experience to a classroom task or a project trip, 
but rather learn and work in a different place, where the students experience 
themselves and their behavior in the group or in difficult situations. The goal 
is for students to become more mature after mastering a challenge and thus 
to be stronger and more experienced when facing the next challenge.

Teachers who accompany the challenge have a completely different relationship 
with the students: the level of trust among them is sky-high and their common 
understanding of one another exceeds what you can typically accomplish in the 
classroom. ... I see on the trip how a child develops; every day is intense and the 
learning curve is very steep. You are close up and learn what the challenge can 
trigger in the development process and this benefit is not necessarily immanent 
in the classic school setting. The student’s personality development is just 
impressive throughout the journey. (T) 

However, the teacher pointed out the immense responsibility teachers take 
on themselves when, for example, they build a raft and the students test it on 
the river – noting both the responsibility and the need for the school leadership 
to establish a stimulating working environment for teachers, which is key for 
these kind of projects.

The raft was built and was of course not TÜV [Technical Supervision 
Agency; MG] approved. ... Teachers are responsible for their students day 
and night. The supervision duty in Berlin is within a framework delegable to 
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other adults accompanying the challenge, but the duty of care for the students 
always remains with the teacher. But our school leadership is able to give us the 
strong feeling that it will keep potential threats [occurring through possible 
incidents during the execution of a challenge; MG] away from us. (T)

The opportunity to gain practical experiences outside the school is provided 
not only to students, but also to the teaching staff. For the past two years, 
the school leadership team has actively and successfully sought internships 
for interested teachers. The intention is for teachers to spend one week full-
time in another institution, especially one among the small and medium-sized 
enterprises located near the school. This should give teachers insight into 
what they are preparing their own pupils for, be it an internship or their first 
job. This initiative also comes with managerial challenges and administrative 
obstacles. The school leadership clearly emphasized how crucial it is for 
enacting the school program in order to fulfill the school’s educational 
mission.

We make it very clear that the teacher internship is now part of our school and 
our school culture. We provide arguments for this position and actively engage 
in discussions with our teaching staff. Because otherwise we could not and would 
not be able to successfully introduce such an action. (SL1) 

Nevertheless, it is an integral part of the school program that teachers prepare 
their students for the world as this fundamental educational goal is rooted 
within both the pillar of cultural education and the professional and study 
orientation (Anonymous, 2017). The fast-paced environments of the globalized 
world of the 21st-century, especially given the vast technological developments, 
provide in part possibilities to work in settings different from the past – 
changes that might influence the way teachers need to prepare their students 
for the emerging future (Scharmer, 2009).

Many colleagues say, “I don’t need an internship!” But we know that teachers 
are very important in assisting students to choose among further career paths, 
in addition to the peer group and parents, of course. But teachers don’t necessarily 
automatically know how to apply for jobs nowadays, what kind of new jobs are 
out there, and how job realities in both established and newly created jobs look. 
(SL1) 

Through a teacher internship, the school connects to the respective institution 
on multiple levels. Teachers get first-hand working experience and knowledge 
about the current situation of, for example, a small business on the job market 
and generally experience a new working environment. They also experience 
work ethics, demands, and tension areas, which might be different from the 
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ones within the school. Furthermore, the teachers establish the first links for 
their students and open possible future paths for them to get an internship 
at the same institution at a later point. SL1 explicitly stated that there are 
indeed many systematic approaches from the authorities, which do not 
necessarily always really reach out to individual students. The teacher noted 
the demands for the profession as well as the pivotal role of external partners 
for the school, which is, as mentioned above, conceptualized in the school 
program as well.

The teacher internship can be understood as an additional task for teachers. 
We have to invest our time and other resources in it. The school leadership’s aim 
is a closer interconnection between the school and the world beyond the school. 
Therefore, we should be experts and be able to draw on our own experiences 
while passing this knowledge on to students. This is demanding, but being able 
to pass on these very experiences is the goal and the added value for the students. 
In addition, the school’s network is strengthened. (T) 

Analytical discussion

Innovative actions lead to “a change in knowledge, beliefs or practices even 
when a teacher did not have the intention to learn from the activity” 
(Bakkenes, Vermunt, & Wubbels, 2010, p. 536). This approach is therefore 
highly interlinked with the subject of teacher learning, which is understood 
not as a singular period—e.g., init ial teacher training periods—but  
a continuous process (Beijaard, Korthagen, & Verloop, 2007) significant to 
and for better student learning (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Yoon et al. 2007) 
and also highly connected to school development (Stein & Wang, 1988). 
However, how school leaders actually lead their institution seems to be crucial 
and pivotal for both teacher learning (Bredeson, 2000; Duze, 2012) and 
student learning outcomes (Day et al., 2009; Halász, 2011). In this sense, 
Hattie (2012) pointed out the exceptional importance of teacher–student 
relationships and their measurable impact on learning outcomes. Having  
said this, dual learning links cognitive and experiential learning – the term 
refers to the entanglement of systematic and experiential, practical  
knowledge (Bayer, 2012, p. 199), thereby emphasizing the relationship of 
theory to practice in education (Dewey, 1904). Dewey (1961)—known for his 
“pragmatic philosophy ties knowledge to experience, his progressive  
political vision connects individual to society, his student-centred educational 
theory combines reflection with action, and his ethical writing emphasize 
democracy and community” (Deans, 1999, p. 15)—argued that everyone  
“is responsible and [...] has to be involved in social affairs” (p. 26). 
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	 While talking about the importance of learning and work, the Dean 
expressed a fundamental pedagogical understanding of education that was 
reflected in her influence on her school. Learning and working are transformed 
beyond the aim of preparing students for the job market and/or their 
continuous formal education. 

Our school concept is built on two equal pillars: broad cultural education [meant 
as part of Bildung; MG] and the pillar “professional and study orientation.” 
The latter is quite strong, especially because as a former Hauptschule it was 
crucial for our students that we be strong on this. We soon came to the idea of 
important cultural education, although this concept is sometimes a bit spong y 
– that often upsets us, but that’s the way it is. We try to interlink this artistic, 
musical education with our professional and study orientation, but this kind  
of comprehensive approach is very demanding. (SL1)

Dewey (1961) argued that a student at school becomes “educated” only when 
he has an opportunity “to contribute something from his own experience, 
no matter how meager or slender that background of experience may be at  
a given time, and finally that enlightenment comes from the give and take, 
from the exchange of experiences and ideas” (p. 36). Moreover, against the 
background of the two innovations it is significant to highlight the importance 
for education institutions to enter into “genuinely equitable, reciprocal 
partnerships with community organizations or communities” ( Jacoby, 2009, 
p. 97).
	 Both innovations enact a fundamental concept of dual learning in an 
innovative way within secondary education for both teachers and students: 
learning through working and working for learning. In order to enable holistic 
education “Bildung”, Fuchs (2005) argued that it is essential for students  
not only to set goals and pursue them, but also to face challenging tasks and 
master them. Experiencing self-efficacy, willingness, and joy of discovery 
and daring and risking responsibility for the completion of a sophisticated 
task (Schley, 2003) as well as experiencing self-confidence through self- 
-efficacy (Schunk, 1991) cannot arise through the execution of routines, but 
presupposes a goal-oriented action with regard to a higher vision and arises 
from the successful treatment of complex and challenging situations (Schratz 
& Steiner-Löffler, 1998). According to Jarvis, Holford and Griffin (2003), 
learning is “the process through which we become the human beings we are, 
the process by which we internalize the external world and through which 
we construct our experiences of that world” (p. 8)
	 The two exemplary innovations follow in part the approach of dual learning 
(Arnz, 2010; Senatsverwaltung für Bildung, Wissenschaft und Forschung des 
Landes Berlin, 2009), which is a fundamental part of German vocational 
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education and training (VET) – known as Germany’s dual system (Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research, 2015). It connects “experiences  
derived from the world of work with systematic learning processes at school, 
both organized in, and regulated by, nationwide training occupations” (Ertl, 
2004, p. 118). Within the VET system, dual learning was and is an integral 
part of this dual system as “the principle of the dualism of theoretical and 
practical learning (i.e. learning in the work process) is an indispensable and 
fundamental principle of vocational education and training” (Rauner & Smith, 
2010, p. 2), while indeed “teachers found themselves the most competent 
actors to make decisions what qualifications are needed to teach in VET 
schools in the future” (Benke, 2015, p. 131). The concept of dual learning, 
which is characterized by the systemic and systematic liaison of learning  
in school and learning outside the school building implemented within the 
school curriculum (cf. Arnz, 2010), is relatively new within secondary 
education. Gessler and Freund (2015) claimed this means that:

In the institutions or systems of rules, practices have been established 
to cope with the central questions of teaching, learning, and 
competence development. Practices are constrained by the 
boundaries of the institution (intended practices), but also new 
practices (emerging) occur at this level that are both rule bound to 
the institutional boundaries and transcend them to create their own 
and original area for innovation. (p. 9) 

However, it is necessary to mention that establishing this concept is a 
particular goal for each integrated secondary school in Berlin in order to 
intensively prepare students for the working and professional world and  
guide young people to develop their own interests and deal with their 
respective ideas to pursue a career (Bartels & Nix, 2010). The innovative 
elements presented in this report are relatively “new model[s] of learning 
partnerships between and among students and teachers, aiming towards  
deep learning goals” (Fullan & Langworthy, 2014, p. 2), or as Dewey (1904) 
stated more concretely:

The teacher who leaves the professional school with power in 
managing a class of children may appear to superior advantage the 
first day, the first week, the first month, or even the first year, as 
compared with some other teacher who has a much more vital 
command of the psychology, logic and ethics of development.  
But later “progress” may with such consist only in perfecting and 
refining skill already possessed. Such persons seem to know how to 
teach, but they are not students of teaching. Even though they go 
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on studying books of pedagogy, reading teachers’ journals, attending 
teachers’ institutes, etc., yet the root of the matter is not in them, 
unless they continue to be students of subject-matter, and students 
of mind-activity. Unless a teacher is such a student, he may continue 
to improve in the mechanics of school management, but he cannot 
grow as a teacher, an inspirer and director of soul-life. (p. 15)

Concluding remarks

The opportunity for the integrated secondary school under study, rooted in 
the structural school reform of around 2011, also brought about an internal 
transformation (cf. Anonymous, 2017) as “learning involves interpretation 
of dissonance from latent knowledge and determination to accept complexity 
of the change process, given that a professional is held accountable for  
both the existing system and the call for reform” (Kwo, 2010, p. 318). Thus, 
the school community was faced with the question of what school it wanted 
to become—drawing on Scharmer (2009), this process could indeed be 
understood as listening in to and presencing emerging future possibilities—
which values and pedagogical principles the school wanted to advocate for 
and how the school and its staff would enact them (Ball, Maguire, & Braun, 
2012). In a moderated audit process, it became clear that the main school  
and integration experiences should be used, but also that incentives should 
be created for “educationally interested” families. In short, the school should 
become a “school for all,” a school that takes individuality and community 
equally into its pedagogical view (cf. Anonymous, 2017). Clearly, at the very 
center of the educational work lies a comprehensive understanding of  
common learning. It therefore comes as no surprise that inclusion is the 
overarching and unifying principle that affects everyone at the school, while 
encouraging motivation and individual accompaniment on the part of the 
educators is important in order to challenge the adolescents to do their 
personal best (cf. Anonymous, 2017). 
	 The possible introduction of an elective “Challenge” course in grade 8 
and the dedication of teaching time to preparing the individual challenge 
projects might change the character of the project because grades would be 
awarded for tasks within the preparation framework of the challenge, 
attendance would be compulsory, and the pupils would also be committed 
to active participation. Therefore, fundamental questions arise: How can  
the “Challenges” project be fully implemented into the curriculum? Will it 
become a traditional subject within the students’ regular schedule? If this is 
carefully planned, will the traditional methods of student assessment prove 
to be sufficient for this unusual subject – and how can student assessment be 
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transformed or even considered to be at stake completely? Generally speaking, 
it seems crucial that innovations become “an ongoing part of the curriculum, 
pedagogy, evaluation, and ethic of the class or school, and not an add-on, 
dependent on external funding or the particular philosophical whims of  
the teacher” (Kraft, 1996, p. 141). Moreover, practical learning could be 
interpreted as “learning that arises out of reflection from an experience, 
leading to purposive action in order to set out the hypotheses that arise out 
of this reflection” (Cano, 2005, p. 2).
	 Analyzing the presented data against the briefly outlined theoretical 
background, one might conclude that learning and working, in particular  
the interaction of knowledge shared across sectors and teacher learning but 
also the influence of school leadership and curriculum novelties, might be 
indeed a mix that works for school development (cf. Gregorzewski & Kovacs, 
2017; Kovacs & Gregorzewski, 2017). Kozma (1985, p. 302 et seq.) argued 
that “innovation is [...] the introduction of something new into a system 
[which then] creates its own press for change.” However, the indispensable 
role of the school leadership team in the process of implementing and enacting 
these innovative actions within and in addition to the ordinary school 
curriculum proves to be crucial. 

We have a very valuable, open-minded staff here. Everyone, teachers, social 
workers, and all the others who work here, are very much welcomed the way 
they are, especially by the school leaders. We all belong to this school. And the 
school leaders are always keen on developing new things and are very open in 
general. Basically, everyone can approach them [the Dean and her deputy; 
MG] and say, “Hey, I have a great idea here. Shouldn’t we try it out?” (SW) 
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